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DE-FOSSILIZING AND FRAGMENTING 
STUDENTS’ STAND-STILL TOEFL SCORE ATTAINMENTS
Tedi Rohadi
triaincrbn@gmail.com
Abstract: Fatigue, boredome, de-motivation, and even frustration are the reactions of both students and teachers 
to the facts that the students TOEFL score attainments seem to be stand-still showing in some extent no progress 
of learning or no effect of teaching at all. It  is furthermore, in theoretical level, worsened by some proposition in 
some researchs in that ‘the so called-fossilization” cannot be remedied. However, this paper contends that 
fossilization can substantially be remedied when some measures and procedures are properly taken and utilized.
The paper is a report of a breakthrough programs resulted from a classroom action research in improving and 
increasing the ceiling-like TOEFL score attaintment of students in BEAP/EAP program administered by 
BAPPENAS. Theories and concepts underpinning the study as well as research methodology will initiate the 
paper. The next part of the paper will discuss the so called “de-fossilizing and fragmenting program”  itself as 
the focus of the study  and its implementation and findings. The paper will not only elaborate some problems 
that were encountered during the implementation  but also will provide some suggestions to anticipate those 
potential problems in the end part of the paper. The discussion last but not least enlighten every aspect involved 
in the study.
Introduction 
PUSBINDIKLATREN BAPPENAS has been managing BEAP/EAP program for more than a decade. 
This program is designed as pre-departure program in which TOEFL preparation training is given. The targeted 
score of TOEFL obstained by the participants of the program has been of a pre-requisite for them to win an entry 
award to study overseas. The participants of the program have to get through a certain number of training hours 
during which they are intermittenly evaluated and tested. This stage of prelimanary institutional testings is very 
crucial since it is the stage that determine the participants to continue to the stage of TOEFL ITP test.
The stage of institutional testings will elicit the participants whether or not they are elligible for the next 
stage. The participants have to get at least 550 of TOEFL score in their Institutional TOEFL like test. The tests 
are given three times in maximum. There is a case in which some students after being given three times chances 
of tests, they could not surpass the targeted score of 550. The trends of their scores seem to be stand still within 
certain range of score, take for example 540-547. This situation leads to reactions of fatigue, boredome, de-
motivation, and even frustration that are experienced not only by the  participants but also by the administrators
of the program. In addition, the implication of this situation shows that no progress of learning or no effect of 
teaching at all is indicated.
Theoretically, the circumstances of such stagnant progress may be classified to be fossilization in that  
Selinker (1970) noted that most L2 learners fail to reach target language competence. That is, they stop learning 
when their internalized rule system contains rules different from those of the target language. Over the years, 
fossilization according to Han (2003) has been viewed from different angels of notion which resulted the 
following wide spectrums of phenomena such as: backsliding (e.g. R. Ellis 1985; Schachter 1988; Selinker 
1972); stabilized errors (e.g. Schumann 1978); learning plateau (e.g. Flynn and O’Neil 1988); typical error 
(e.g. Kellerman 1989); persistent non-target-like performance (e.g. Mukattash 1986); low proficiency (e.g. 
Thep-Ackrapong 1990); de-acceleration of the learning process (e.g. Washburn 1991); ingrained errors (Valette 
1991); systematic use of erroneous forms (Allwright and Bailey 1991); errors made by advanced learners (e.g. 
Selinker and Mascia 1999); variable outcomes (Perdue 1993); cessation of learning (e.g. Odlin 1993); structural 
persistence (e.g. Schouten 1996); errors that are impervious to negative evidence (Lin and Hedgcock 1996);
random use of grammatical and ungrammatical structures (Schachter 1996); ultimate attainment (passim the 
SLA literature); long-lasting free variation (R. Ellis 1999); persistent difficulty (Hawkins 2000).
Regarding the causal variables, fossilization  based on Han (2003) is resulted from but are not limited 
to: lack of instruction (e.g. Krashen and Seliger 1975, 1976; Schmidt 1983); absence of corrective feedback (e.g. 
Higgs and Clifford 1982; Lightbown and Spada 1999;  Tomasello and Herron 1988; Vigil and Oller 1976; 
Valette 1991); satisfaction of communicative needs (e.g. Corder 1978, 1983; R. Ellis 1985; Klein 1986; Klein 
and Perdue 1993; Kowal and Swain 1997; Selinker and Lamendella 1978; Wong-Fillmore 2002); age (passim 
the SLA literature); lack of written input (e.g. Schmidt 1983; VanPatten 1988); false automatization (Hulstijn 
1989, 2002a); end of sensitivity to language data (Schnitzer 1993); lack of access to nniversal grammar learning 
principles (White 1996); learning inhibits learning   (Elman et al. 1996); language transfer (e.g. Han 2000; Jain 
1974; Kellerman 1989; Major 2002; Selinker and Lakshmanan 1992).
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We can see from the above explanation that fossilization posits a wide range of variables and diverse
conceptualization and application. Fossilization  is therefore no longer a monolithic concept as it was in its initial
postulation, but rather a complex construct intricately tied up with varied manifestations of failure.  
Methodology
This study adopts a classroom action research. A teaching and classroom management program is 
designed as the solution to the recurring cases of fossilization in BEAP/EAP program. There are three stages of 
defossilizing actions and classroom management which are called fragmenting program comprising of three 
stages: diagnostic, curative, and revitalizing stages. 
Diagnostic stage is intended to research personal and general factors of the participants that are 
predicted to be the causes by providing questionnaires and conducting interviews. Personal factors deal with 
group dinamic, attitudes to teachers and course materials and general factors deal with age, aptitude and 
inteligence, cognitive style, attitudes and motivation, and personality. The curative stage is the follow-up actions 
depending on what and which  personal factors the participants have. Revitalizing stage is mainly focused on 
test-analysis and retest activities to measure the effectiveness of the program.
Findings
From the diagnostic stage, some evidence is revealed. Most of these participants belong to high 
achievers that obtained the highest prelimanary score on placement test. They furthermore have a slight negative 
perspective not only to the course materials and teachers but also to their compatriot students. In addition, as the 
consequences of disbelieving others, they tend to use their own learning and test taking strategies. The most 
surprising evidence is that they did the same mistakes in the same kinds of TOEFL test items. The items are 
categorized to be relatively easier compared to other items take for example subject-verb agreement in error 
recognition part. 
In the curative stage, the participants have to get through an exclusive class that is separated from the 
regular class members to have individualized teaching and learning treatment. It lasted for an intensive twenty 
four contact hours. The teaching materials are designed like a checklist usage and use of basic-advanced
grammar for arising and improving grammatical awareness. The strategies that are encouraged are caraterized by 
the following approaches: stimulating the students’ motivation to learn a foreign language; paying attentions to 
verbal output and grasping the relationship between accuracy and fluency; giving strategic feedback; stimulating 
the participants’ imagination and paying attention to their creativity; encouraging the participants to become a 
good language learner from the following aspects such as possessing sufficient analytic skills to perceive, 
categorize, and store the linguistic features of the L2 and also to monitor errors. The participants in this stage  are 
initially reluctant, but as their awareness are awakened they follow all activities enthusiastically. 
The decisive stage is revitalizing stage which is mainly focused on test-analysis and test-retest activities 
to measure the improvement of the participants institutional TOEFL score and the effectiveness of the treatment 
program. The participants are given three times chances of test. After a test is given, the score and both the 
correct and wrong answers are analyzed and tabulated so as to identify in details the map of the test result. Then, 
the result of the analysis and tabulation are informed to and discussed with the participants.  It showed that their 
score in the first test improved and declined in the second due to lack of focus and recovered in the last test. All 
in all, the program succeded to bring the participants to be able to surpass the targeted TOEFL score of 550. 
Discussion
The successful fragmenting program in resolving fossilizing TOEFL score posits  multi-notion in itself.
The participants TOEFL score attainment showing generally plateau phenomenon” is the common phenomenon 
and the rule of skill learning, that is, the initial learning ability of learners draws in a linear increase, and to a 
certain stage, it will be in stagnant, then the ability curve shows flatly or even in decline. It is in line with what 
Selinker (1972) proposed  regarding fossilization that fossilization, a mechanism…underlies surface linguistic 
material which speakers will tend to keep in their interlanguage productive performance, no matter what the age 
of the learner or the amount of instruction he receives in the target language. 
The phenomenon of stagnan TOEFL score that can be remedied is classified into temporary 
fossilization instead of permanent fossilization (Selinker, 1972). Temporary fossilization also indicates a
learning plateaus in the progress or development of given target language features is simply inhibited for shorter 
or longer periods of time. The fossilization of skill development can occur in individual participant  Selinker 
(1978). Individual fossilization consists of two types: error reappearance, and language competence fossilization. 
Error reappearance refers to the inappropriate interlanguage structures that are thought to have been corrected
but continue to appear regularly. It can be found in interlanguage of beginners or learners with low proficiency. 
Language competence fossilization refers to the plateau in the development of L2 learners’ phonological, 
grammatical, lexical and pragmatic competence. It is found in L2 learners who have been learning TL for a long 
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period of time and arrived at a relatively high level. In fact, repeated errors are often the demonstrations of 
competence fossilization.
The apparent errors shown are mainly on syntactic level  since different languages have their own 
syntactic rules. The most typical manifestation of syntactic fossilization among the participants is concordance.
Indonesian does not have obvious concordance in syntactic level. Overgeneralization is the other phenomenon in 
fossilization (Ellis, 2000). It involves the use of existing L2 knowledge by extending it to new IL forms. It 
happens when people apply a grammatical rule across all members of a grammatical class without making the 
appropriate exceptions. In fact, language overgeneralization always indicates the ignorance of rule restrictions, 
including semantic restrictions of lexis or other linguistic items. For instance, using the same kind of test item for 
other test items which of course they are different.
One of the success keys in fragmenting program is that the administrators and teachers are successfull 
to remedy the attitudes of the participants. Most of these participants seem to have good potentials in terms of  
aptitude and inteligence. On the contrary, they have a slight negative perspective not only to the course materials 
and teachers but also to their compatriot students. They tend to underestimate others and have over-confidence. 
After having got through all three stages, they behave well. More over, they possess a positive approach to the 
test taking strategies rather than relying their own competences.
The success of remedying the attitudes leads to boost the participants motivation. Schumann (1978) lists 
‘attitude’ as a social factor on a par with variables such as ‘size of learning group’, and ‘motivation’ as an 
affective factor alongside ‘culture shock’. Gardner and Lambert (1972) define ‘motivation’ in terms of the L2 
learner’s overall goal or orientation, and ‘attitude’ as the persistence shown by the learner in striving for a goal. 
Brown also distinguishes ‘motivation’ and ‘attitudes’. He identifies three types of motivation: a), global 
motivation, which consists of a general orientation to the goal of learning a L2; b), situational motivation, which 
varies according to the situation in which learning takes place(the motivation associated with classroom learning 
is distinct from the motivation involved in naturalistic learning); c), task motivation, which is the motivation for 
performing particular learning tasks. It is with motivation, the state of fatigue, boredome, and even frustration
fade out from the participants psychological state. Finally it changes the pace of the participants learning.
The encountered problems range from the participants to aspects of administration. The most difficult 
problem to handle is to manage and to synergize all activities in this program harmoniously. Once one of the 
stage in the program does not work properly, it will influence the entire success of defossilizing.
Concluding Remarks
The analysis of fossilization in this paper has shown that fossilization is an inevitable process in adult 
second language acquisition especially in such an intensive training, and as such, it deserves due attention from 
both researchers and educators. In addition, grammatical error fossilization should be treated with adequate 
attention, as it may impede the development of language skills to a higher level as well as the effectiveness of 
communication. The notion in that fossilization cannot be remedied may not be correct considering the result of 
program. Only in this way can the level of English teaching and learning be improved.
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